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THE VITAL ROLE OF BEES IN APPLE 
POLLINATION 
By N. H. SHORTER, B.Sc. (Agr ic ) , Hort iculture Adviser, Bunbury 
THE vital role the honey bee plays in pollinating apples is often overlooked. Bees are 
the most important agents for cross poll ination in apples and other f ru i t trees. 
There is a good case for introducing 
colonies of bees into orchards during 
flowering. This is a wise insurance in all 
seasons, but it is most likely to be of value 
in lighter flowering years. 
In Western Australian orchards there is 
usually a good supply of bush bees which 
move in among the trees at flowering. In 
a heavy flowering year with favourable 
weather these wild bees are usually more 
than sufficient for effective cross pollina-
tion. 
However, in some years wild bees are 
scarce, and even with good flowering, 
setting may be inadequate. There can be 
several reasons for a shortage of bees. 
Cool, windy or wet weather does not en-
courage bee activity. Jarrah blossom is 
thought to attract wild bees away from 
orchards. Also, in some years, the natural 
population of bees may fall below a useful 
level. 
Such a scarcity of bees in the orchard 
becomes critical if the season is an "off" 
year, in this case every opportunity must 
be taken to improve the chances of pollina-
tion and setting. This is even more 
important when the wild bees are not very 
active for some reason such as bad 
weather. 
Biennial bearing 
With apple growing today it is essential 
to have the least possible fluctuation in 
annual yields. Nothing reduces the profit 
from an orchard more than biennial 
bearing. 
Chemical thinning combined with irriga-
tion has provided a way of breaking a 
biennial bearing pattern. However, to gain 
the benefits from good "on" year thinning, 
the conditions for setting have to be 
favourable in the following "off" year. 
There are a number of precautions which 
should be taken for an "off" year. These 
include the effective placing of pollinator 
trees which must produce a "return 
blossom." If the winter is mild an early 
A lack of natural pollinators can be largely overcome by 
introducing bees into orchards. Such bees can also increase 
production in " o f f " years 
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oil spray should be applied. Thrips should 
be controlled by spraying with DDT at the 
"pink bud" stage. 
When these precautions are taken the 
chances of a return crop rest largely on the 
activity of the honey bee. Therefore we 
must guarantee as many bees as possible 
in the orchard at blossom time. 
Introducing bee hives 
A logical solution to the problem is to 
hire bee hives from commercial bee keepers 
for the orchards at flowering. They cost 
about $4 per hive. A few South-West 
orchardists are already doing this. 
Standard practice overseas 
The hiring of bee hives by orchardists 
has become a standard practice in many 
overseas countries. We have much to 
learn in adapting this practice to local 
conditions. 
For instance it is known that even in 
situations where fruit set will be adequate 
in favourable weather without colonies, in 
bad weather fruit set will be aided by 
putting colonies in the orchard. This 
ensures that plenty of honey bees will 
visit the flowers when conditions are suit-
able for flying. 
It is also known that for most efficient 
pollination, colonies should be placed in 
the orchard when about 10 to 15 per cent, 
of the flowers are open. Bees in colonies 
which are put in the orchard before this 
may move to flowers outside the orchard. 
Bee hives per acre 
Studies overseas have shown that one 
strong colony of bees per acre is usually 
sufficient. The hives should be placed in 
groups of five in a sunny position. A supply 
of water should be available. 
Insecticide sprays 
Spraying open flowers should be avoided 
at all times. 
Sprays to control thrips and dimple bug 
should be completed before bees are moved 
into the orchard. If the early spray does 
not control the thrips sufficiently, the 
bee hives should be removed before a 
second spray is applied. Hives should also 
be removed before calyx sprays are used. 
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